
THE WOMEN UPSTARTS WHO  
TOOK ON SILICON VALLEY

DISCUSSION GUIDE

Alpha Girls: The Women Upstarts Who Took on Silicon Valley’s Male Culture and Made the 

Deals of a Lifetime (2019) follows the lives and careers of four women in venture capital, an 

industry that is only six percent female. Despite their differences, the women employed similar 

strategies for becoming insiders and their stories have largely not been told.

Author Julian Guthrie, venture partner Sonja Hoel Perkins, and seasoned executive  

Abe Kleinfeld join moderator and early Tesla investor Laurie Yoler to discuss how Silicon Valley 

women succeed in the male-dominated venture capital industry.

About This Guide 

This guide introduces provocative questions for reflec-

tion and conversation to enhance and extend what 

you learn through watching the video. It is suitable for 

mature high school students and college and adult 

learners in an educational, professional, or social set-

ting. It may be particularly interesting for people who 

are curious about innovation, entrepreneurship, and the 

start-up ecosystem of Silicon Valley.

Video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OFt66FxTsq8&featu

re=youtu.be

For Discussion

Motivational Speech (4:55) 

Venture capitalist Sonja Hoel Perkins has developed 

many sayings to describe how she works. One is: “We 

win, not whine.” Another: “Obstacles are my allies.” 

1. What do you think the sayings convey about Sonja  

 as a professional? How about as a woman? Are they  

 different? 

2. What saying(s) would you use to describe how you  

 operate professionally?

The Power Duo (5:52) 

Sonja talks about recruiting Abe Kleinfeld for a CEO  

position to help a struggling company. The two de-

veloped a strong relationship and continue to work 

together today. 

3. What key characteristics have helped the duo  

 succeed? 

4. Do you think this is a “typical” funder/executive  

 relationship? Why or why not?



(Un)Representative? (10:43) 

Author Julian Guthrie wanted to share the untold 

stories of women in the male-dominated and little-

understood venture capital industry. She selected four 

different women to feature in her book. 

5.  What criteria did she use to select them? Do you 

think this was an effective way to tell the story? 

What does Julian miss by focusing on these four? 

6.  What common themes emerged for the women  

that helped them succeed in Silicon Valley?

The Money Behind the Men (13:03) 

Laurie Yoler talks about the early days of Tesla and 

Julian Guthrie briefly describes Magdalena Yesil’s role 

as the first investor in Salesforce. 

7.  What names do you typically associate with Tesla 

and Salesforce? What roles do those people hold? 

8.  Are you surprised by Laurie and Magdalena’s sto-

ries? Why or why not?

Tips, Tricks, and Tantrums (17:24) 

Sonja Hoel Perkins describes her professional “tricks” 

for getting along with male CEOs, her role as a VC, and 

her venture investment strategy. Abe offers his per-

spective on working with her.

9.  What aspects of Sonja’s behavior and strategies 

would you characterize as “female”? Is there  

another way to describe them? 

10.  What are the strengths and weaknesses of her 

 approach in each of these areas? 

The First Woman (28:47) 

Abe Kleinfeld offers his theories about why there aren’t 

more women in the tech world. 

11.  What reasons does Abe give for why there aren’t 

more women professionals in Silicon Valley? Do you 

agree? Why or why not? 

12.  What do you think of Abe’s story about hiring a 

woman? How else might Abe have solved the prob-

lem? Is this an effective strategy for other compa-

nies to model? 

On the Board (38:16) 

Sonja Hoel Perkins and Abe Kleinfeld both have ideas 

about how to handle company board meetings but from 

different perspectives: Abe as a man and a CEO; Sonja 

as a woman and an investor.

13.  If Sonja were a man, would her strategy to ask the 

CEO how s/he is feeling after a board meeting be 

effective? Would your answer be different if the CEO 

is a man or a woman?  

14.  If Abe were a woman CEO, would his strategy to 

openly share bad news with the board be effective? 

Why or why not?

Trailblazers and Trojan Horses (42:52) 

Julian Guthrie discusses the different ways men and 

women succeed. 

15.  How does Julian describe the way that women suc-

ceed in a male-dominated industry? Can you relate 

to these strategies? 

16.  Are the strategies dependent on age or stage of ca-

reer? How might they differ for young professionals 

or someone who has been in a field for a number of 

years?

Time for Regret (51:21) 

Sonja Hoel Perkins says that her biggest mistake was 

to worry too much about consensus. She and Julian talk 

about barriers to women in tech and other industries 

and the need for diversity. 

17.  Sonja’s regret seems to reflect a dissatisfaction with 

a trait or role perceived as female. Yet, how does 

she also explain how it can be a positive?

18.  How do you feel about the state of women profes-

sionals? What problems or solutions that Sonja 

and Julian discuss stand out? What do you think the 

future brings?


